Beyond Disintegration. Apocalyptic Discourse in Hermann Broch's Die Schlafwandler. by Kim, Sun-Young
 
BEYOND DISINTEGRATION. APOCALYPTIC DISCOURSE IN HERMANN 








A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment 
of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 
(Germanic Languages and Literatures) 









Associate Professor Kerstin Barndt, Chair 
Associate Professor Alina Clej 
Associate Professor Scott Spector 













To my family 
 iii 
Acknowledgement 
Much institutional and individual support has helped me mould the dissertation 
into its present form. First of all, I thank my committee members, Kerstin Barndt, Scott 
Spector, Silke Weineck, and Alina Clej for their insightful comments and stimulating 
questions. I am especially indebted to my primary advisor, Kerstin Barndt, for her 
kindness, encouragement, and guidance throughout my studies at the University of 
Michigan. I am grateful to Christiaan Hart Nibbrig and Peter Utz at the University of 
Lausanne for their generosity with their time and their encouragement to seek profundity 
in my work. I also thank Werner Stauffacher for kindly meeting with me as I was still 
defining my dissertation topic.  I thank the Department of Germanic Languages and 
Literatures, whose generous support sustained me over many years in the program. The 
Rackham School of Graduate Studies, the International Institute, the Spring/Summer 
Sweetland Dissertation Writing Program, and have also assisted me with travel and 
dissertation writing grants, which made presentations at conferences possible and, very 
importantly, helped me to make time to write.  
It goes without saying that I owe much to the tutors at the Sweetland Writing 
Center, my predecessors and to my colleagues at the German Department in Michigan 
and Switzerland, and family and friends: Louis Ciccanelli, David Choberka, Ann-Kristin 
Drenkpohl, Catherine Drittenbass, Didem Ekici, Johanna Eriksson, Kalli Federhofer, Ela 
Gezen, Annie Hesp, Clara Hong, Vera Irwin, Hang-Sun Kim, Hoon Kim, Michael Layne, 
Ulrike Peters Nichols, Suresh Pereira, Marc Pierce, Ilka Rasch, Vera Sacharin, Sara 
 iv 
Scharf, Gesa Schneider, Scott Staring, Kayte Steinbock, Sojung Um, Jonathan 
Wipplinger, and the members of my Sweetland Dissertation writing group. Conversations 
with these individuals – which were encouraging, stimulating, challenging, and/or 
instructive – all contributed to the dissertating process. Suresh Pereira introduced me to 
Hermann Broch’s trilogy, and motivated me to explore the intersection between religion 
and literature in Die Schlafwandler. Without him, my dissertation would have taken an 
entirely different form. 
Special thanks go to Hang-Sun Kim, Vera Irwin, Ulrike Peters Nichols, Marc 
Pierce, and Sara Scharf, who were of tremendous help especially during the last part of 
the dissertating phase. Through their constructive criticism, editing, and proofreading, 
and encouragement, they helped me combine various fragments and give them the shape 
of chapters. I could not have met important deadlines without their generosity with time, 
and their rapid responses when I needed commentary on my drafts. I thank Nancy Perez 
for formatting tutorials and Eileen Dzik for helping me overcome my writer’s block and 
realize that the dissertation is a manageable piece of work.  
In my graduate career, I also benefited greatly from the help of a friendly, 
efficient, and helpful administrative team, who made it possible for me to focus on my 
studies. They are Sheri Sytsema-Geiger, Nancy Blasch, and Kate Ballentine. Special 
thanks go to Marga Schuhwerk-Hampel for her amazing ability to patiently guide me 
through the administrative maze. I also owe her and Vera Irwin many thanks for opening 
their homes and gardens to me for rehabilitating hours of Kaffeeklatsch. I thank Hartmut 
Rastalsky for being a wonderful mentor and role model in teaching, and for making my 
job as a Graduate Student Instructor not only easier, but also pleasant and rewarding.  
 v 
Finally, I would not have come this far without the inexhaustible support of my 
parents. I thank my father, Seung-Rhyon Kim, for conversations on theology, for his 
probing questions on my thesis, and for reading Hermann Broch’s trilogy and other epic 
German novels I was interested in. I thank my mother, Insuk Kim, for her advice on 
maintaining spiritual, mental, and physical strength, and on setting healthy priorities in 
life. I thank them for their generous, nurturing support, their prayers, their love, their 
patience, and for never ever losing faith in me.  
 vi 




Chapter 1 Introduction: Die Schlafwandler as an Apocalyptic Text .................................. 1 
Chapter 2 Conceptualizing Apocalyptic Time.................................................................. 44 
Chapter 3 Fantasies of Sacrifice and Redemption ............................................................ 82 
Chapter 4 Mute Cacophony: Apocalyptic Entropy of Feeling ....................................... 112 
Chapter 5 Finding Hope by Resisting Finality ............................................................... 146 












Chair: Kerstin Barndt 
 
My dissertation argues that the Biblical apocalyptic text of The Book of Revelation serves 
as the central subtext for the structure and content of Hermann Broch’s Die 
Schlafwandler (1931/32). The apocalyptic catastrophe of the novel lies in the resignation 
and apathy of the characters, particularly in regard to each other, which leads to the idea 
of the “value vacuum.” Broch’s text is apocalyptic in the sense that it is a warning and 
revelation of the things that could go wrong, yet it reminds readers that disintegration is 
not inevitable. By using apocalyptic rhetoric, Broch actually problematizes a one-sided 
interpretation of his contemporary period as a catastrophic age. In mapping apocalyptic 
rhetoric on to the trilogy, I do not intend to say that the work is a religious text, but rather 
that it is a modernist secular novel that uses religious rhetoric to criticize the phenomena 
of modernity, including the effects of secularization in the early 20th century. The 
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treatment of the trilogy as a text of worldly revelation, rather than an eschatological text 
about the end of the Wilhelmine era as the end of humanity, helps improve our 
understanding of Broch’s novels as a kind of Erkenntnisweg, a path of comprehension, 
during a specific critical period in German history. This line of inquiry contributes to a 
nuanced view of the trilogy’s unresolved tensions, while allowing readers to detect the 
importance of (the idea of) hope in Die Schlafwandler, which is an understudied aspect in 
the body of literature on the trilogy. 
 
